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In early April, Panama declared a state of emergency in Darien province near the Colombian border,
where an outbreak of fighting between Colombian guerrillas and right-wing paramilitary forces
has sent hundreds of Colombians fleeing into Panamanian territory. The bodies of four presumed
guerrillas also turned up inside Panama, all with signs of extrajudicial execution. The declaration
cleared the way for emergency aid, including food, medical assistance, and the concession of refugee
status to the Colombians crossing the border, according to Roberto Velazquez, director of the civil
protection system (Sistema Nacional de Proteccion Civil de Panama, SINAPROC).
In addition, 200 police were sent to Puerto Obaldia in nearby San Blas province to protect the
inhabitants. Earlier in April, many Colombians from three remote Darien communities that
were attacked by paramilitary forces from Colombia had fled to Puerto Obaldia. Among the four
guerrillas found dead was rebel leader Jorge Sanchez of the Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de
Colombia (FARC).
According to witnesses, Sanchez was captured and shot in the village of La Bonga by Colombian
paramilitary forces who had chased him in hot pursuit into Panama. The attackers are members of a
self-defense force called Comite de la Autodefensa Campesina de Uraba y Cordoba. For some time,
the force has been conducting sweeps through Darien villages looking for guerrillas and their local
supporters.

Camp designated in Colombia for repatriates
On April 22, Panamanian Ambassador in Colombia Julia Regales de Wolfschoon announced that the
two countries had reached an agreement whereby the Colombian refugees would be relocated to
a safer area in Colombia. Some 300 refugees accepted an offer to relocate to a 200-hectare site near
Bahia Solano on the Pacific coast, near a Colombian military base. The border turmoil points to a
larger issue that the Panamanian government has not squarely faced.
According to a report in the Miami Herald, much of Darien province has been taken over by armed
bands of Colombian guerrillas and paramilitary forces who have carried their war into Panama. A
senior Panamanian official conceded that the armed Colombians in Darien outnumber Panama's
entire police force. The violence has renewed discussion in the legislature about establishing a naval
and police base at Puerto Obaldia. [Sources: Inter Press Service, 04/07/97, 04/08/97; Miami Herald,
04/16/97; Central American Update, 4/12-4/18; El Panama America, 04/12/97, 04/20/97, 04/21/97; El
Siglo (Panama), 04/11/97, 04/21/97, 04/22/97]
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